
At the very least facilitating indeterminacy, the curatorial framework of UNTITLED also 
serves as an invitation to generate your own readings from the synergies between the 
works on display. Distinct from ‘bringing one’s own reading’ to the work, or rather than rely 
on a title and blurb which projects its own interpretation, a visitor to UNTITLED must train 
their attention to observing what is in the room. Although I would expect an open curatorial 
premise to accompany a group exhibition of abstract conceptual works, curators Paul 
Goodwin, Hansi Momodu-Gordon (New Art Exchange, 2017) and Guy Haywood (Kettle’s 
Yard, 2021) have allowed for this degree of openness within this exhibition, which also 
includes figurative works. I believe the curators’ framework allows the works to breathe, 
and that in turn inflates our capacity to be aware of the multitudes of possible 
interpretations, even amongst contributions which take a very clear position in their visual 
language.  
 
Art on the conditions of our time, the exhibition’s subtitle, offers to ground our 
interpretations temporally. It implores us to associate these works with what is specific to 
us now and who we are within that context. I wonder what resonates between UNTITLED 
and the concepts that fill my consideration now. What follows springs from and turns over 
this phrase ‘on the conditions’, about the conditions, and produced by/producing the 
conditions. One of the most urgent conditions of being an artist and cultural worker at this 
time is the nature of the ‘work’ itself, both in terms of the economic structures that shape 
the spaces we submit the work into and how we are remunerated for the toil.  
 
A generation ago, Dutch economist Hans Abbing asked Why are Artists Poor?.1 I can 
imagine that now, his riddle would be answered with a punchline ending in something like 
‘the secret ingredient is privilege’ (@freeze_magazine). In other words, a generic cultural 
archetype of the poor artist occludes acknowledgement of a chosen or temporary – not 
poverty as such but – un-moneyedness. Anyway, in this current age, informal 
conversations with artists in our sector would suggest that the question be rephrased to 
say: Why aren’t artists being paid? And to this I would add: What is the material welfare of 
artists whose recent inclusion has unlocked millions of pounds of funding for British and 
European museums?  
 
What I’m suggesting will surprise no one whom it affects: that cultural institutions, 
especially those which are legally constituted as charities or nonprofits, generate millions 
of pounds based on engagement with artists to whom they don’t pay an adequate wage 
for that association. This dynamic has been named a culture of nonpayment by W.A.G.E. 
founder and core organiser Lise Soskolne. This culture of nonpayment is ironic given the 
amount of artwork being produced which either critiques or denounces exploitation in 
some way, either through representation or form.   
 
In a 2020 newsletter for not/nowhere, an artists’ workers cooperative, I wrote: “pursuing 
intimate awareness of cultures of nonpayment necessitates a simultaneous commitment to 
practising otherwise. [...] I feel that to the extent we are coerced, in fact financially 
incentivised, or rather bound, to producing work that represents [...] a culture of 
nonpayment, we are distracted from the ways in which we could be practising otherwise.” 

 
1 Hans Abbing, Why Are Artists Poor?, 2002 (Amsterdam University Press: Amsterdam). 



Then as the Gregorian calendar rolled into 2021, I built a seminar for Piet Zwart Institute 
MFA students based on Anne Carson's Economy of the Unlost, a book I found really 
helpful in understanding historical artist-benefactor relationships. What I wrote to my then 
soon-to-be students: 
 

Let’s rewind back to Jan [Verwoert]’s lecture in which he mentions Marcel Mauss’s 
The Gift… we will take a detour from that lecture, or perhaps we approach a fork in 
the road at which place Mauss’ gift is the joint between two related roads of 
thinking. Anne Carson’s Economy of the Unlost is a study of poetic economy that 
takes up the meaning of that word, economy, to signal incisiveness – how much 
meaning, how much gift can be packed efficiently into one gesture – and to signal 
economy in the sense of distribution, circulation, trade, consumption.2 She uses an 
Ancient Greek poet to skillfully foreshadow the relation that an artists’ work has to 
MONEY. In other words, as if to say ... “This is not a gift, this the result of a certain 
amount of labour which should be recompensed”... or in other words still – this is 
both a gift and this is my job.... 

 
Several weeks later, in a self-evaluation to summarise the seminar, I wrote: 
  

[The seminar] Distribution Models was an attempt to confront head on what I think is 
an inherent contradiction within the discipline of Fine Art as it is, let’s say, 
professionally practised. First, there is the economic contradiction in that we have 
institutions and galleries which are constitutively workplaces wherein there is an 
expectation that, however insufficiently, the staff be paid. A sale of one’s labour. 
Then, those whose work populates the activity, or serves as the essential source 
materials that the staff's paid work concerns, the artists, are generally expected to 
operate on an honorarium basis, which is essentially a gift exchange. To me, that’s a 
disconnect worth exploring at the level of workers rights, i.e. the work of W.A.G.E., 
Artists Union England, and on a theoretical basis i.e. Marina Vishmidt’s research: 
making art is labour, but is it work? In what contexts should we lobby for art practice 
to be considered work, and in what senses would the conflation of art practice with 
work be detrimental? 

It has felt relevant, urgent, and overwhelming to discuss wages and working conditions for 
artists and cultural workers as the drive for ‘inclusion’ gathers momentum.3 What is most 

 
2 Anne Carson, Economy of the Unlost, 1999 (Princeton University Press: New Jersey) 
3 Regarding artist moving image: 
 Dan Ward, The Politics of Production, 2019 (City Projects:London)    
 https://studiovisitshow.com/2019/05/29/the-politics-of-production-dan-ward/ 
Tate redundancies in 2020:  
 https://www.artforum.com/news/london-art-scene-unsettled-as-tate-workers-vote-to-  
 https://www.artforum.com/news/hundreds-of-artists-endorse-letter-supporting-striking-tate-

workers-83923 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2020/jul/26/tate-faces-protests-over-job-cuts-
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fundamental to remember is the wider system of capital which the arts sector feeds into, 
because culture is an integral aspect of the economy, the nation-state’s wealth.4 
   
What has that got to do with African diaspora artists in the UK? Well, everything, but one 
small observation is that Arts Council England’s Creative Case for Diversity policy seeks to 
“release the true potential of our nation’s artistic and cultural talent”.5 Potential could be 
understood as an economic descriptor: potential GDP, potential output, potential vs actual 
growth, potential Return on Investment (ROI). Would it be so crass to understand the 
‘case’ for diversity as a way to ‘release’ or realise, the ‘true’ or actual, maximum economic 
performance that the arts and culture sector could achieve as a piece of the overall gross 
domestic product of the nation?  
 
It’s not that the desire for shows that represent African diaspora artists is only about 
money, just that it’s always about money, too. Diversity policy, in both corporate and 
government schemes, has repurposed representation of diversity as a financial obligation.  
 
For example, Arts Council England’s National Portfolio Organisations have been required 
to show “how they contribute to the Creative Case for Diversity through the work they 
produce, present and distribute, through their programming or collections, and by 
demonstrating how their work is accessible and relevant to their local communities (where 
applicable).”6 What is implicit in the wording of this policy is that it is for funding that art 
organisations must demonstrate (show, exhibit) the diversity. This is a monetary exchange. 
Relationship with the Other (in some cases Diaspora but also Disabled, Womxn, Queer 
etc.) for monetary exchange is not necessarily one of gift-giving, de-colonisation, soul-
searching, learning, un-learning. It is, however, constitutively, a transaction.  
 
In light of this, yes, I do feel that Economy of the Unlost’s poet Simonides who, at a 
watershed moment in ancient Greek society – the development of coin-based exchanges – 
insists on being paid (monetary exchange) rather than being friends (gift exchange) is, for 
artists, one of the most relevant conditions of our time. The vigour to include Other-artists 
(Diaspora, Disabled, Womxn, Queer, etc.) in exhibitions cannot be separated from the 
(exploitative) wage relations which currently structure artworkers in all economic sectors, 
including the art sector whose work is deployed to ‘comment’ on society. The inclusion of 
Others means that Other-artists are subject to duress (wage exploitation) in an ecology (the 
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4 Economic contribution of arts and culture  
 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/economic-contribution#section-1  
 
5 ibid. 
6 ibid. 



art sector) that they themselves nourish through the supply of their works and their selves 
(diversity) to each institution.  
 
An African diaspora artist’s participation in any show could be a microeconomic case 
study. If the sector is to confront this case head-on, irony emerges. Extraction of capital 
has built a nation's wealth that we now apply for, 10k at a time. Individual artworks and 
whole art exhibitions ‘seek to examine’ the economic and social structures  — extraction, 
exploitation, enslaved labour – that brought us here, while the very economic conditions 
that structure those artists’ participation in the sector are also conditions of extraction and 
exploitation. 
 
After we finished Economy of the Unlost, I asked my students to read Leigh Clare La 
Berge’s Wages Against Artwork, in which the author describes ‘the point’ of her research 
as ‘to explore what the aesthetic can contribute to this discussion’ about economic 
exploitation, and ‘to capacitate the aesthetic to make, not simply to reflect, economic 
claims’.7 
   
In other words, can we recognise the capacity of artworks to not just comment upon the 
conditions of our time, but actively to produce new conditions for us in the moment? It 
shouldn’t be so far-fetched to think that an aesthetic object can actively shift the economic 
conditions of our discipline. Black Studies has already synergised Object-Oriented 
Ontology with Critical Race Theory to reveal the feasibility of object action.8  
 
As much as this group who exhibited in UNTITLED is on the frontline of a peculiar position, 
one of an artist whose participation in our sector perversely upholds the sector’s ability to 
extract from that artist through the placement of artistic activities into the category of 
‘work’, the conditions of our time would suggest that those artists are already well placed 
to produce objects which shift the economic conditions of artistic practice.  
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7 Taylor Le Melle, Book Review: Leigh Claire La Berge: Wages Against Artwork – Decommodified 
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